




What	 is	 mystery?	 Long	 before	 detective	 fiction,	 long	 before	 fiction	 itself,	 the	 term	 was
operative,	 deriving	 apparently	 from	 Latin	mysterium,	 which	 comes	 from	 Greek	mysterion,





the	 rise	 of	 science	 in	 the	 sixteenth	 century—in	 opposition	 to	 Enlightenment	 reason.
Freemasonry,	 for	 example,	 recurrently	 seems	 to	 operate	 like	 a	Mystery;	 as	 does	 the	 rise	 of
antirational	 theosophy—associated	 with	 Madame	 Blavatsky—at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 nineteenth
century.
With	 respect	 to	 Enlightenment	 assumptions,	 “Mystery”	 seems	 to	 involve	 a	 set	 of	 secret
procedures	for	addressing	a	scandal	at	the	core	of	life	itself:	a	blind	spot	or	radical	limitation
that	 Enlightenment	 reason	 alone	 is	 incapable	 of	 overcoming.	 Reliance	 on	 initiation,	 on
privileged	access	 to	 secret	doctrine	and	 ritual,	points	 to	a	project	 for	engaging	 that	 scandal.
The	ultimate	blind	spot	and	radical	limitation	that	unaided	reason	cannot	accommodate	is	death
itself:	the	fact—so	offensive	to	reason—that	we	are	born	to	die,	that	our	self	itself	is	destined
to	 conclude	 in	 a	 space	 of	 unknowable	 darkness,	 where	 we	 cease	 to	 be.	 Mystery	 seeks	 to






for	 the	other	 six	months,	 the	myth	 thus	 signaling	 the	binding	of	 summer	 to	winter,	of	 light	 to
dark,	 of	 life	 to	death.	 In	 its	most	 powerful	 religious	 forms,	mystery	 engages	 the	 reality	 that,
ultimately,	 we	 cannot	 remain	 ourselves—self-owned,	 self-defined,	 self-knowing.	 Put
Faulkner and Mystery, edited by Annette Trefzer, and Ann J. Abadie, University Press of Mississippi, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/swarthmore/detail.action?docID=1701948.




































Freud’s	 notion	 of	 “uncanny”	 addresses	 something	 of	 the	 same	 dispossession	 of	 self.	 It
engages	those	moments	when	our	habitual	self-world	relation	slips	its	coherence	and	we	find







Freud	 takes	 such	 moments	 of	 unfurnishing	 as	 signs	 of	 the	 original	 frailty	 of	 ego	 itself.
Arguing	 that	 life	 takes	 initial	 shape	 as	 the	 infant’s	 unindividuated	 extension	 into	world—no
distinctions	 yet	 established	 between	 here	 and	 there,	 inner	 and	 outer—Freud	 envisages	 the
painful	 path	we	pursue	 toward	 individuation	 as	 beset	 on	 all	 sides	 by	pitfalls	 of	 relapse.	At
such	 moments	 of	 relapse	 the	 exterior	 world	 sheds	 its	 reliable	 objectivity—its	 vouchsafed
otherness	 obedient	 to	 scientific	 mapping—and	 becomes	 once	 more	 a	 scene	 shaped	 by
unconscious	projection.	It	all	becomes	strange:	estranged.	What	we	took	to	be	“out	there”	turns
bizarre,	 is	 recognized	 as	 coming	 from	 “in	 here.”	 Horrifyingly,	 we	 seem	 to	 be	 doing	 it
ourselves.
The	 supreme	 mystery	 text	 of	 Western	 culture	 is	 Sophocles’s	Oedipus	 the	 King:	 where
individual	identity	reveals	itself	as	not	only	saturated	in	scandal	but	conceived	in	it.	Oedipus’s
entire	 personal	 history	 is	 founded	 on	 the	 breaking	 of	 familial	 and	 social	 taboo.	 What	 had
appeared	 to	be	outer	catastrophe—the	plague	of	Thebes—is	shown	to	be	 inner	scandal—the
crimes	 of	 Oedipus.	 Unbeknownst	 to	 himself,	 he	 is	 in	 intolerable	 relation	 to	 his	 father,	 his
mother,	 and	his	 city.	 Inner	 and	outer	 are	 joined	 at	 the	hip.	The	 canniest	 of	men—greatest	 of
warriors	 and	 leaders—emerges	 as	 uncanny	 disaster.	 To	 cure	 the	 plague	 of	 Thebes	 requires
destroying	Oedipus.	Sophocles’s	play	 intimates	 that	we	as	 individuals	may	be	 in	 relation	 to
others	and	to	the	culture	we	inhabit	in	ways	we	did	not	know	and	cannot	bear	to	learn,	all	this
through	 no	 correctable	 fault	 of	 our	 own,	 yet	 our	 fault	 nevertheless.	 We	 were	 not	 forced.
Confronted	with	what	he	has	done	and	therefore	who	he	unknowingly	has	been	all	along	and
still	 is,	 Oedipus	 undoes	 himself,	 tears	 out	 his	 eyes,	 relinquishes	 identity.	 The	 mystery	 of
identity—identity	as	mystery—can	go	no	further.
In	contrast	to	this	terrifying,	quasi-religious	mode	of	mystery—where	identity	glimpses	its
own	 limits,	 its	 own	 shattering—the	 West	 has	 produced	 for	 centuries	 (creating	 in	 the	 late
nineteenth	century	an	entire	subgenre)	a	literature	of	“detective	fiction.”	This	mode,	fueled	by
an	Enlightenment	faith	in	reason,	seeks	less	to	acknowledge	mystery	than	to	eradicate	it—“to
create	 a	 mystery	 for	 the	 sole	 purpose	 of	 effecting	 its	 effortless	 dissipation.”4	 In	 detective
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game	of	detection	 itself,	not	on	engaging	 the	 threat	of	mortality	 that	uncannily	attaches	 to	 the
career	of	ego.	There	are	no	memorable	figures	in	The	Da	Vinci	Code—no	doomed	Oedipus	or
Jocasta—only	 flat	 characters	 acting	 as	 counters	 in	 the	 service	 of	 the	 game:	 the	 great
impersonal	game	of	finding	out.	Not	that	that	game	of	detecting	is	trivial:	Western	culture	has
insisted	 immemorially	 that	 someone	 or	 something	must	 know	what	 is	 going	 on.	 Someone	 or
something	 must	 be	 accountable	 for	 the	 fall	 of	 a	 sparrow	 and	 the	 suffering	 of	 Job—must,
however	 silent,	 know	 why	 these	 things	 occur,	 be	 responsible	 for	 their	 occurring.	 Our










is	 “Faulkner	 and	 Mystery,”	 and	 the	 opening	 sentence	 of	 the	 “Call	 for	 Papers”	 speaks	 of
Faulkner’s	“deep	 interest	 if	not	 in	what	 is	normally	 regarded	as	detective	 fiction,	 then	 in	 its
thematic	and	formal	staple:	the	process	of	detection.”	But	quasi-religious	mystery	and	reason-
fueled	detection—even	 though	 they	are	 regularly	coupled—may	point	 in	opposed	directions.
With	respect	to	Faulkner’s	mysteries	of	race	and	identity,	I	argue	that	they	do	point	in	opposed
directions,	and	that	his	work	enacts	a	parabolic	arc	of	changing	values.	His	fiction	begins	by






mystery	 attaches	 to	 them.6	 There	 they	 bask	 in	 their	 author’s	 keen	 observation,	 kept	 by	 their
blackness	 from	 inner	 development,	 protected	 as	 well	 from	 the	 turmoil	 besetting	 Horace
Benbow,	 Bayard	 Sartoris,	 and	 the	 Compson	 brothers.	 White	 turmoil	 takes	 center	 stage,
begetting	 the	 stylistic	 innovations	 of	The	 Sound	 and	 the	 Fury	 and	 then	 of	As	 I	 Lay	Dying.
Blacks	are	minor	in	Sanctuary	as	well,	but	everything	changes	in	Light	in	August.
It	 is	 as	 though	 Faulkner	 sat	 up	 in	 bed	 after	 a	 nightmare	 sometime	 in	 1931	 and	 asked
himself:	what	would	I	feel	like	if	I	suddenly	found	myself	to	be	one	of	them?	What	would	I	feel
like:	 there	 was	 no	 question	 of	 them.	 The	 novel	 didn’t	 ask	 who	 (as	 a	 community	 living	 in
segregated	“freedman’s”	districts	of	every	town	in	the	South)	they	might	be.	No	empathic	entry
into	Southern	blackness,	virtually	no	blacks	in	the	novel	at	all.	No:	what	was	required	was	that
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ran	 in	his	veins.	That	would	be	 the	mystery	he	embodied,	a	mystery	of	 identity	scrupulously
guarded	not	only	from	others	in	the	novel,	but	from	the	man	himself,	as	well	as	from	the	novel’s
readers.	 This	 narrow	 optic	 brought	 to	 focus	 an	 extraordinary	 insight.	 Beneath	 the	 surface
confidence	of	Southern	whites	ran	a	racial	insecurity	bordering	on	hysteria.7	If	a	drop	of	black
blood	was	 thought	 to	make	 a	white	man	 black,	who	might	 not	 unknowingly	 carry	 this	 toxic









order	 to	 live	with	 himself.	…	 ‘the	Negro-in-America	 is	 a	 form	of	 insanity	which	 overtakes
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the	 stakes	 involved.	 Brown	 exits	 from	 the	 space	 of	 suspicion,	 as	 Christmas	 comes	 to	 fill
(overfill)	 that	 space	by	himself.	All	 eyes—with	previously	blurred	vision	now	corrected	 to




Subsequent	 recognitions	 click	 into	 place:	 “I	 always	 thought	 there	 was	 something	 funny
about	that	fellow,”	the	marshall	says.	His	access	to	this	recognition	is	revealing.	The	lack	of










was	blind	 to	Christmas’s	 racial	 identity,	until	Christmas	 informed	him	otherwise.	But	he	has
forgotten	 that	 he	 is	 lying	 about	 it,	 so	 soothing	 is	 it	 to	 rewrite	 earlier	 blindness	 into	 later
enlightenment.	Except	that	it	is	not	enlightenment.	No	one	knows	if	Christmas	is	black,	but	none
of	this	not	knowing	will	prevent	the	citizens	of	Jefferson	from	killing	and	castrating	him.	We




like	 it	was	a	basket	of	eggs”	(648,	emphasis	 in	 the	original).	He	makes	sure	 that	 the	day	he
starts	trying	to	do	so	is	a	Friday.	On	Saturday	he	succeeds	in	getting	recognized	and	caught.	Of
all	 of	Light	 in	August’s	 narratives	moves,	 this	 is	 perhaps	 the	most	 brilliant.	 Faulkner	 turns




morning	 he	 come	 into	 Mottstown	 in	 broad	 daylight,	 on	 a	 Saturday	 with	 the	 town	 full	 of	 folks.	 He	 went	 into	 a	 white
barbershop	like	a	white	man,	and	because	he	looked	like	a	white	man	they	never	suspected	him.	…	They	shaved	him	and
cut	his	hair	and	he	payed	them	and	walked	out	and	right	into	a	store	and	bought	a	new	shirt	and	a	tie	and	a	straw	hat.	…
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you	forever	 to	catch	up	to	me.”	I	have	 invented	this	silent	speech,	yet	something	like	 it	 roils
inside	 this	 mob	 of	 enraged	 whites.	 Inchoately,	 they	 register	 his	 insult	 and	 grasp	 that	 he	 is
mocking	the	racial	conventions	that	underwrite	their	sanity.	“The	Negro-in-America	is	a	form
of	 insanity	 which	 overtakes	 white	 men,”	 Baldwin	 wrote.	 Light	 in	 August	 is	 the	 first	 of
Faulkner’s	masterpieces	to	express	the	fallout	of	that	insanity.
Light	in	August	treats	Joe	Christmas’s	racial	identity	as	a	mystery	at	once	radioactive	and





diagnostic	 scrutiny	 for	 years	 to	 come.	 Submitted	 to	 this	 new	 racial	 optic,	 Southern	 history
shows	him	not	 the	sleepiness	of	antebellum	ways,	but	a	disease	that	had	ravaged	the	country
(not	 just	 the	 South)	 since	 its	 founding	 centuries	 earlier,	 and	 whose	 virulence	 in	 1932	 was
unabated.	Faulkner	now	had	rawer	and	more	damaging	social	materials	on	his	hands	than	ever
before,	 and	 the	 imaginative	 labor	 of	 how	best	 to	 deploy	 those	materials—to	make	 them	 tell
most	resonantly—would	beget	his	most	inventive	forms.
Mystery	has	now	become	central	to	those	narrative	forms	(there	is	distress	everywhere	in
the	 earlier	work,	 but	 little	mystery).	 It	 takes	 the	 concealed	mystery	 of	Christmas’s	 blood	 to
make	 certain	 intimate	 encounters	 between	 him	 and	whites	 possible	 at	 all.	My	 distinction	 is
crucial:	concealed	mystery	 lets	Faulkner	narrate	 as	normal	black-white	 relations	 that	would
otherwise	 be	 taboo.	 Put	 in	 different	 terms,	 Faulkner	 is	 beginning	 to	 dramatize	what	 he	will
later	call	the	“might	have	been.”	For	all	its	focus	on	the	meanness	of	Southern	race	relations,
Light	 in	August	 lets	us	glimpse—through	Bobbie,	 Joanna,	Mrs.	Hines,	and	Joe	himself—the
pathos,	 the	 waste,	 of	 feelings	 that	 will	 be	 mangled	 by	 the	 racial	 status	 quo.	 This	 Utopian
glimpse	is	short-lived:	once	Joe’s	racial	mystery	becomes	visible,	it	must	cease—for	all	white
characters	 in	 the	 novel—to	 be	 a	 mystery.	 Racial	 identity	 cannot	 be	 tolerated	 in	 Faulkner’s
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—outbursts	 of	 violence.	 The	 cunning	 of	 the	 book	 lodges	 in	 Faulkner’s	 keeping	 that	mystery
known	only	to	us	and	to	Joe,	but	unknown	to	others.	Faulkner	thus	makes	it	a	working	mystery,
begetting	outrage	or	perversity	whenever	it	is	outed	for	white	comprehension.
What	 are	 the	 results	 of	 this	 narrative	 experiment?	 It	 lets	 us	 see	 that	 no	 love	 in	Light	 in
August	can	acknowledge	racial	difference	(revealed	or	assumed)	and	remain	intact.	Such	love
as	 crosses	 the	 barrier	 of	 race	 gets	 scarred	 and	 deformed	 in	 its	 passage,	 manifesting	 as
abjection,	 perversity,	 hysteria.	 The	 implicit	 racial	 stance	 operative	 in	 Light	 in	 August
emerges:	sustainable	love	can	develop	between	two	people	only	if	they	share	the	same	race.
You	 have	 to	 know	 your	 love	 partner	 as	 racially	 akin,	 in	 order	 to	 experience	 appropriate
feelings.	 The	 love	 comedy	 of	 Byron	 and	 Lena	 is	 luridly	 silhouetted	 by	 the	 love	 fiasco	 of
Christmas	and	every	white	woman	he	becomes	 involved	with.	Everything	known	 in	Light	 in
August	 proceeds	on	 the	premise	 that	 a	 crossing	of	 races—in	 the	 same	character	or	between
characters—cannot	be	borne.	But	if	unknown?	To	launch	those	racial	crossings	nevertheless—
and	 to	 take	 the	 diagnostic	 measure	 of	 the	 violence	 unleashed,	 the	 tenderness	 despoiled—
Faulkner	needed	Christmas’s	racial	identity	as	mystery.
3
I	 turn	 now	 to	 Absalom,	 Absalom!	 There,	 the	 love-race-mystery	 equation	 deepens;	 we	 are
granted	much	more	than	Light	in	August’s	Utopian	glimpses.	Once	again,	a	central	character’s
racial	identity	is	kept	a	mystery.	However,	no	reader	is	permitted	to	know—until	virtually	the
end	of	 the	 narrative—that	 there	 is	 a	 racial	mystery	 centered	 on	Charles	Bon.	Everyone,	we
included,	 remained	 unaware	 that	 the	 mysterious	what—his	 unexplained	 murder—kept	 from
view	a	mysterious	who:	his	racial	identity.








than	 any	 other	 work	 of	 Faulkner—toward	 an	 “overpass	 to	 love.”	 By	 keeping	 the	 reader
uninformed,	 like	 the	 characters	 themselves,	 of	 the	 racial	 identity	 of	 its	 most	 enigmatic
character,	Absalom	establishes	Bon	as	the	fantasy	center	of	the	book:	a	blank	slate	on	whom	a
range	 of	 lovers	 and	 narrators	 may	 project	 their	 fondest	 desires.	 Ellen	 sees	 in	 him	 the
refinement	 missing	 in	 her	 husband	 and	 children,	 Henry	 sees	 in	 him	 the	 sophistication	 and
beauty	 he	 himself	 lacks,	 Judith	 sees	 in	 him	 a	 marital	 destiny	 she	 yearns	 for.	 As	 for	 the
narrators,	Rosa	sees	in	Bon	the	ideal	husband	she	is	never	to	have,	Mr.	Compson	sees	in	him
an	unillusioned	intelligence	that	yet	avoids	nihilism,	and	Quentin	and	Shreve	see	in	him	a	New
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Orleans–funded	 finesse	 and	 freedom	 from	northern	Mississippi	 rigidities	of	 thought,	 feeling,
and	behavior.
Faulkner	writes	Bon	 in	such	a	way	 that	 the	other	characters—with	 the	 fatal	exception	of
Sutpen—see	 in	Bon	a	greater	 fund	of	possibility	 than	 they	 themselves	possess.	They	 love	 in
him	the	larger	life	they	cannot	conceptualize	or	access	without	him.	This	novel	is	difficult	to
read	primarily	because	the	chronology	of	its	narration	is	so	different	from	the	chronology	of	its
events.	 And	 it	 is	 precisely	 that	 difference—which	 keeps	 Bon’s	 identity	 a	 mystery—that
produces	everyone’s	sense	of	him	as	a	blank	slate	rather	than	part	black.	No	one	knows	until
the	end	that	they’ve	been	wrong	about	him.	Thanks	to	Faulkner’s	sustaining	of	racial	mystery,
Bon	 has	 become	 the	 touchstone	 for	 extraordinary	 identifications.	 Faulkner	 thus	 yokes	 the
mystery	of	his	identity	to	the	capacity	for	love	itself—the	human	propensity	to	project	into	the
other	and	see	one’s	own	possibilities	at	stake	there.





black	 by	 his	 mother:	 Bon	 blends	 elegance	 and	 power,	 sophisticated	 shrewdness,	 and
generosity	of	spirit.	These	come	together	to	produce	a	suppleness	of	being	that	no	pure	line	of
descent	 could	make	 available.	 He	 is	 the	 text’s	 Utopian	 image	 of	 what	miscegenation	might




Henry	pleads	with	Bon—“You	are	my	brother”—to	forego	his	quest,	not	 force	 the	 issue.
Bon	 replies:	 “No	 I’m	 not.	 I’m	 the	 nigger	 that’s	 going	 to	 sleep	 with	 your	 sister.”11	 Bon	 is
unpacifiably	both.	No	other	fiction	writer	approaches	Faulkner	when	it	comes	to	loving	what
you	hate,	hating	what	you	love.	This	unmanageable	heart	truth	underwrites	Absalom	and	makes
it	 live	 and	 breathe.	 “The	 human	 heart	 in	 conflict	with	 itself”:	 so	 Faulkner	 characterized	 his
core	concern	when	receiving	the	Nobel	Prize	in	1950.	What	is	this	but	to	center	his	great	work
on	 the	 plight	 of	 human	 beings	 who	 find	 themselves	 intolerably	 self-entrapped?	 Doomed	 by
what	their	culture	has	taught	them	they	must	be—yet	can	no	longer	bear	to	be?	Faulkner’s	most
compelling	 protagonists	 seethe	 with	 convictions	 at	 odds	 with	 their	 feelings.	 The	 territory
Faulkner	opens	 to	anguished	 reilluming	 is	 the	 reality—at	once	his	own	and	his	 region’s—of




mid-nineteenth-century	Mississippi,	 if	 Bon	 “were”	 black,	 he	would	 have	 been	 a	 slave,	 and
none	of	Absalom’s	 love	 investments	would	have	been	possible.	Since	he	“is”	black—as	we
learn	at	the	end—we	recognize	with	renewed	power	the	absurd	brutality	of	racial	stereotype.
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not	very	far	at	all.	The	incest	motive	goes	further,	 tormenting	Henry	for	 the	four	years	of	 the





This	 revelation	 must	 come	 last	 because	 we,	 Bon,	 and	 the	 others	 in	 the	 novel	 must
experience	 him	 otherwise	 until	 the	 end.	 We	 internalize	 (as	 Henry	 does)	 the	 developing
emotional	value	of	his	becoming	a	brother	before	he	can	be	unmasked	as	black.	We	live	inside
his	subjectivity	as	a	man	who	does	not	know	he	is	black.	He	figures	it	out,	finally,	because	the
refusal	 of	 acknowledgment	 he	 receives	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 his	 father	 tells	 him	 eventually,	 by
process	of	elimination,	who	he	has	to	be.	He	must	be	suffering	from	the	one	condition	no	white
Southern	patriarch	can	acknowledge:	black	blood.	Finally	it	clicks	into	coherence.




to	 maximize	 the	 horror	 of	 X	 and	 non-X	 being	 one	 and	 the	 same.	 “And	 you	 are——?”—
Quentin’s	hushed	question	 to	a	dying	Henry	Sutpen—here	 takes	on	 its	deeper	 resonance:	 the
mystery	of	 identity	 as	 at	 once	 inner	 and	outer,	 self-sustaining	yet	 socially	 constructed.	 “And














nor	 Bon	 looks	 black.	 It	 follows	 that	 Faulkner	 could	 produce	 his	 most	 penetrating	 racial
diagnoses	 only	 if	 the	 “black”	men	 in	 question	 seemed	white.	Let	 us	 take	 this	 a	 step	 further:
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Faulkner	 could	 enter	 them	 vividly	 only	 if,	 within	 his	 own	 imaginary,	 they	were	 white—yet
tragically	ensnared	by	being	 read	 (by	others,	perhaps	by	 themselves	as	well)	 as	black.	This
line	of	argument	seems	to	me	persuasive,	and	it	points	in	two	directions.
Most	compellingly,	it	suggests	that,	in	Light	in	August	and	Absalom,	Absalom!,	Faulkner	is
envisaging	 a	 transcendence	 of	 racial	 difference	 itself.	 The	 mystery	 of	 racial	 difference	 he
narrates	reveals	at	 its	core—no	difference.	Rumor,	dread,	violence—all	of	 these	fueled	by	a
hysterical	 social	 mandate:	 but	 no	 difference.	 Put	 otherwise,	 Faulkner’s	 choice	 to	 enter	 the






The	 other	 direction	 this	 insight	 points	 to	 is	more	 obvious:	when	 Faulkner	 undertakes	 to
narrate	 the	 plight	 of	 visibly	 and	 vocally	 identifiable	 blacks,	 the	 imaginative	 terms	 at	 his
disposal	shift.	His	fiction	embarks	on	a	different	pathway,	one	that	shows	more	markedly	the







not	 register	 that	mixed	 race	 identity	 as	 scandal,	 neither	 does	 the	 narrator,	 the	 nine-year-old
Cass.	 Tomey’s	 Turl’s	 cultural	 identity	 and	 language—his	 behavior	 in	 all	 its	 facets—are
comfortably	represented	as	black.	No	one	within	the	novel	projects	into	Tomey’s	Turl’s	being
as	also	white—the	damage	imposed	by	his	abusive	begetting	has	done	its	cultural	work—and
the	 reader,	 likewise,	 is	not	 invited	 to	 imagine	Turl	 as	white	 either.	 Instead,	we	are	urged	 to
recognize	 the	 unspoken	 inhumanity	 in	 two	 brothers’	 casually	 racist	 treatment	 of	 their	 half-
brother,	and	thus	to	envisage	what	it	meant,	in	1859,	to	own	a	white-spawned	“nigger-slave.”
The	 racial	wrong	wrought	 into	 that	 begetting	 is	 of	 course	Go	Down,	Moses’s	 central	moral
concern.	But	the	focus	of	that	concern	is	Old	Carothers’s	white	guilt—and	its	descent	first	to
Buck	and	Buddy,	and	 then	 to	 Ike.	The	focus	 is	not	Tomey	Turl’s	 identity	as	mystery.	For	his
part,	 Turl	 accepts	 and	 exploits	 his	 status	 as	McCaslin	 slave.	We	 are	worlds	 away	 from	 the
vertigo	of	Joe	Christmas,	the	anguish	of	Charles	Bon.
Turl’s	 son,	 Lucas,	 is	 significantly	 white	 descended	 as	 well,	 and	 Lucas’s	 speech	 and
projects	and	behavior	are—like	his	father’s—wily	Negro	normative.	Lucas,	however,	makes
much	larger	claims	than	Turl	on	both	the	whites	within	the	novel	and	the	reader	outside	it.	But
these	claims	 invoke	his	 resourcefulness	and	dignity	more	 than	 they	 invite	 a	 rethinking	of	his
racial	makeup.	Lucas’s	racially	crossed	history	registers	as	white	abuse,	not	as	a	mystery	of
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identity.	 More,	 Lucas’s	 various	 shenanigans	 throughout	 “The	 Fire	 and	 the	 Hearth”	 reveal,
precisely,	his	canniness—his	capacity	to	operate	effectively	within	his	given	racial	conditions.
In	keeping	with	 the	premise	of	a	narrative	centered	on	shrewd	“dealing”	with	obstacles,
even	 the	 race-focused	 sleuthing	 that	 occupies	 Ike	 in	 part	 4	 of	 “The	Bear”	 (via	 the	 ledgers)
seems	to	be	presented	in	order	to	be	resolved.	Detection	triumphs,	and	the	concealed	mystery
of	Old	Carothers’s	miscegenated	begettings—first	on	Eunice	and	then	on	Tomasina—is	outed
and	 dispelled.	 These	 recognitions,	 however	 moving	 (and	 they	 are	 moving),	 resonate	 quite
differently	from	the	outrage	of	Light	in	August’s	race	mystery,	the	tragedy	of	Absalom’s	 race
mystery.	 They	 have	 little	 to	 do	 with	 intimate	 projections	 unknowingly	 launched	 across	 the
racial	binary—with	the	pathos	of	such	projections	once	they	are	revealed	as	scandalous,	once
they	collapse	or	turn	to	violence.	There	is	(white)	ceremonial	grief	and	mourning	aplenty	in	Go
Down,	Moses,	 but	 no	mystery	 that	would	 allow	 love	 to	 cross	 racial	 lines—for	 a	 time.	 Put
otherwise,	there	is	in	this	novel	no	visionary	grasp	of	the	need	for	a	postracial	South.
To	 care	 for	 Lucas	 Beauchamp	 as	 some	whites	 did	 care	 for	 blacks	 in	 Faulkner’s	 1940s
culture,	 Faulkner	 had	 to	 posit	 him	 as	 knowably	 black.	 How	 he	 got	 to	 be	 black	 is	 a	 story
Faulkner	invests	with	enormous	significance,	but	that	is	a	white	story.	Moreover,	now	that	he	is
black,	Lucas	is	a	good	black,	inextricably	composed	of	what	Faulkner’s	culture	took	to	be	the





reader	 realizes	swiftly,	even	as	almost	no	one	 in	Jefferson	does,	 that	Lucas	 is	not	guilty.	No
real	 mystery	 here:	 Lucas	 is	 being	 framed—as	 innocent	 blacks	 are	 framed.	 The	 mystery	 in
Intruder	in	the	Dust	centers	elsewhere:	on	the	dead	man	in	that	coffin.	And	this	is	a	death	we
do	not	care	about—a	death	mandated	by	the	story	of	detection	Faulkner	has	chosen	to	narrate,
virtually	 a	Macguffin	 (in	 cinematic	 terms).	 His	 death	 does	 not	 threaten	 the	 security	 of	 our
identity,	does	not	remind	us,	uncannily,	that	we	too	are	destined	for	that	coffin,	that	our	social
arrangements	(including	our	racial	ones)	extend	past	our	own	control	and	comprehension	and
could—should	 fate	 wish	 it—turn	 and	 annihilate	 us.	 Such	 mystery	 as	 attaches	 to	 that	 coffin
submits	 wholly	 to	 detection.	More,	 Lucas	 Beauchamp	 is	 not	 genuinely	 menaced	 either.	 All
readers	gather	(this	is	the	implicit	narrative	contract	embedded	in	the	genre)	that	his	innocence
will	be	revealed.	Rather	than	menaced,	Lucas	remains	encased	in	his	dignity,	a	throwback	to
earlier	 mores.	 His	 plight,	 external	 only,	 is	 designed	 to	 engage	 white	 Jeffersonians	 and	 the
white	reader	as	an	unmistakable	call	to	come	to	his	aid.	Put	otherwise,	by	1948	Faulkner	had
come	to	respect,	enshrine,	and	reify	black	difference.	He	envisaged	it	as	a	sturdy	composite	of
Southern-white-liberal-approved	traits:	minority	 traits	 in	no	need	of	alteration.	Let	 them	stay
who	 they	 essentially	 are—Sambos	with	 grounded,	 imperturbable	 dignity—and	 let	 us	whites
begin	the	long-delayed	business	of	emancipating	them.	No	meddling	Yankees	needed	for	this:
an	 old	 Southern	 lady,	 a	 couple	 of	 enterprising	 boys,	 and	 an	 avuncular	 white	 liberal	 are
sufficient	for	the	deed.
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Light	 in	August	and	Absalom,	Absalom!	 are	Faulkner’s	 supreme	mysteries	of	 race.	Each
novel	 raised	 the	 question	 of	 racial	 difference	 itself.	 Without	 mystery,	 Faulkner	 came	 to
recognize,	without	 the	veils	of	misrecognition	 it	 imposed,	 interracial	 intimacy	could	not	 take
place.	He	provided	 the	mystery	 so	 that	 it	would	happen.	Once	 that	 veil	 is	 shorn,	 and	 racial
difference	revealed,	none	of	his	whites	could	sustain	interracial	love.	The	best	they	could	do—
and	by	the	1940s	it	was	all	he	asked	of	them—was	to	care	for	blacks	in	a	less	projective	way,
a	way	 that	upheld	 racial	 difference	even	as	 it	 humanized	 it:	 paternally,	 guiltily,	 tardily.13	 To
care	 for	 blacks	 not	 as	 versions	 of	 themselves	 but	 as	 the	 others	 the	 whites	 had	 for	 so	 long
abused.	 In	 the	 end,	 Faulkner	 sought	 less	 to	 transcend	 racial	 difference	 than	 to	 acknowledge
white	and	black	as	separate	but	equal.	For	this	he	no	longer	needed	a	mystery	centered	on	race
at	all.	It	was	enough	for	detection	to	figure	out	who	was	in	that	coffin.	Thus	his	work	took	on
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